Abstract. In most West European countries a quality control system for higher education is in a process of development. This article examines some general characteristics of the emerging structures, how quality is defined and what impact this definition has on internal evaluation.
Introduction 1
One of the current debates on the future of higher education veers between two alternative positions. On the one hand a higher education system, tightly controlled by the central government and on the other a market system in which competition amongst institutions and amongst students determines the structure of the system and the allocation of resources.
Adherents of the latter position place institutional autonomy at the heart of their strategy. The less institutions are subject to governmental control, the more they can be reactive to their external environments.
In this debate notions of "quality" and "performance" play a crucial role. Many national governments advocate more autonomy for institutions of higher education in order to operate more effectively with their environments and to enable them to meet new societal and industrial demands. Simultaneously, governments have stressed the need for accountability and quality improvement of higher education and are consequently embarking upon a quality control system. This growing concern with quality control is considered to be a logical consequence of a reduction of governmental interference in the internal matters of both the university and the non-university sector. In France, for example, president Mitterrand in 1985 launched his committee for the evaluation of universities with the words: "L'6valuation objective des forces et des faiblesses des universit6s est le contreparte mSme, normale, de leur autonomic" (Perry, 1987, 345) .
Part of this autonomy is the acknowledgement that institutions of higher education themselves are primarily responsible for the quality of their education. Some commentators, however, have argued that the present emphasis upon a quality control system and the concerning legislation constitute a departure from all previous notions of institutional autonomy. For example, Neave has coined the term "conditional autonomy" to indicate that institutions are free to develop initiatives, courses and research "on condition that they have first reached the stipulated or expected level of, say, graduate student output, or can show staffing ratios to be within national norms, etc." (Neave, 1987, 122) . In this context the definition of what constitutes "quality" appears less to be defined internally by educational institutions themselves and more externally, either by the government or by the establishment of co-agencies. This article deals with the tension between autonomy and external structures of quality control. In particular it attempts to give a theoretical account of the nature of the structures which currently emerge in several countries in Western Europe. Evidently, there are differences between countries, mainly due to historical and socio-political factors, which have to be taken into consideration. For example, differences with regard to the prevailing power structure within institutions and between institutions and the state. Or whether there exists a tradition with evaluation within the higher education system. Yet, from a macroperspective developments of external evaluation appear to be virtually interchangeable: the strengthening of the evaluation function by the government, the establishment of national evaluation committees, the inspectorate, the role of co-ordinating and planning bodies, as well as the search for quality standards and measures of institutional performance.
In what follows the validity of these emerging structures will be examined. How is "quality" defined, what consequences can be expected and to what extent will the operational characteristics have an impact on internally developed evaluation?
Such a discussion may contribute to a formulation of more feasible and more effective strategies orientated to the improvement of quality in higher education in any particular situation.
Before moving to this discussion the focus turns first to a discussion of the way the concept of quality can be conceived.
A theoretical approach to quality
It is remarkable that the increasing interest in enhancing quality in higher education has not kept pace with a better understanding of this concept. Quality has frequently been associated with the present need for more graduates in certain technological and natural sciences, or a greater efficiency and effectiveness as a consequence of governmental cutbacks. Policy documents
